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A short-lived uprising against the government of Paraguayan President Luis Gonzalez Macchi was
quickly attributed to fugitive former military strongman Lino Cesar Oviedo. The president decreed
a state of siege, which was backed by Congress, but opposition leaders say the decree is allowing
widespread abuse of civil rights.
During the night of May 18, a group of military and police linked to Oviedo, who is wanted in
connection with the March 23, 1999, assassination of Vice President Luis Maria Argana, attempted
to overthrow the government, but units loyal to the president put down the attempted coup. The
government immediately accused Oviedo of staging the coup attempt, but soon rumors of a "selfcoup" surfaced.
Both Oviedo and his Union Nacional de Colorados Eticos (UNACE) faction of the governing Partido
Colorado (Asociacion Nacional Republicana, ANR) denied that they were involved in the attempted
coup. "I categorically and forcefully deny that UNACE is involved in any military uprising, even
though we reject this government as illegitimate and usurper," said Oviedo in a statement to Radio
Parana in Encarnacion in southern Paraguay.
On May 23, Stephen McFarland, business attache at the US Embassy, said the US had no doubt that
Oviedo was behind the attempted coup, and he cautiously supported the state of siege. McFarland's
statements were a strong boost to Gonzalez Macchi, who has come under increasing criticism for
being ineffectual.
But the US support could also encourage the government to continue its massive crackdown on
political opponents, union and campesino activists, and the press.

Tanks roll through streets, fire on Congress
The crisis began around 8:00 p.m. in Asuncion when about 60 active and retired military officers,
police, and lawmakers loyal to Oviedo briefly occupied the headquarters of an Army unit and a
police station and fired on the Congress building. They occupied two radio stations, and released
a communique saying they aimed to overthrow the government and they demanded that the
president resign.
As the tanks rumbled through the city, a few people were slightly injured, but no one was killed
or seriously wounded. After seven tense hours, the rebels gave themselves up to forces loyal to
the government, supported by the Air Force and the Navy. By 2:30 a.m., the revolt was over. The
government said Oviedo had organized the attempted coup, and the leaders were all people
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identified with him. It said the plotters planned to assassinate the president, two Cabinet ministers,
the head of Congress, and other politicians and journalists.
Gonzalez Macchi went on national television to assure citizens that the "anti-democratic" forces
loyal to Oviedo had been defeated for good. Later in the day, the Congress overwhelmingly
endorsed the president's decree of a 30-day state of siege. The head of Congress, Juan Carlos
Galaverna, said the danger of a coup persists because the president has done little to capture
Oviedo.
Galaverna has become an outspoken critic of the president, saying he has not been forceful in
responding to the national problems and said unrest in the armed forces goes beyond support for
Oviedo. Government crackdown results in massive arrests In the wake of the attempted coup, the
government began the largest crackdown in the last four years, closing some radio stations and
arresting military officers, police, civilians, and journalists.
By May 22, authorities estimated that at least four members of Congress, 47 soldiers, 24 police
officials, and several journalists were being held, and critics say many of those detained were not
being allowed to meet with their lawyers or families. Among those arrested was Ariel Oviedo, son
of Lino Oviedo, and Hugo Ruiz Olazar, editor of Asuncion daily ABC Color and correspondent for
Argentine daily Clarin and Agence France-Presse (AFP).
In the Sunday edition of ABC Color, Ruiz Olazar had speculated that the coup may have been
staged by the government to allow a state of siege and legitimize squelching protests against
planned privatizations of state-owned firms.
But Cabinet chief Jaime Bestard said Ruiz Olazar was linked to those who led the frustrated
attack. The press in Paraguay, particularly print media and radio, are so tied to one or another
political faction that independent journalism is almost nonexistent. Newspaper editorials generally
suggested that the attempt strengthened the president.
La Nacion said the government can "feel more support than ever, and its supporters can breathe
easier after months of complaints about inefficiency by nongovernmental organizations, unions, and
campesino groups."
ABC Color said the coup attempt gave the government space, "relieved of all pressures it has been
receiving for its abominable behavior," and added that the state of siege could be an opportunity "to
settle other accounts that have nothing to do with these actions."

Purge of Army begins
By May 21, Defense Minister Nelson Argana had begun to dismantle the Army units involved in the
attempted coup, transferring 65 tanks from the lst Cavalry Division to Army headquarters. Several
units were transferred to remote areas of the country.
The changes did not affect either the Navy or the Air Force. At the same time, police continued
rounding up Oviedistas, backed by a new decree "prohibiting any meeting and/or demonstration
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by activists or sympathizers of the UNACE movement." The decree authorized searches of public or
private locales and arrests of those who refused to cooperate.
The state of siege is strongly criticized by campesinos and union leaders, who charge the
government is using it to torpedo protests against the privatization of state-owned firms that began
in early May. "We categorically reject the law because we consider that the legal and political causes
for its implementation have disappeared," said Eduardo Ojeda, leader of the Central Nacional de
Trabajadores (CNT).
Ojeda cited Gonzalez Macchi's announcement following the coup attempt that the government
was in "total control" of the situation. "We are not going to stand around with our arms crossed
because at the core of this is persecution against campesino organizations that has nothing to do
with coup plotters or fascists," said Eladio Flecha, head of the Federacion Nacional Campesina
(FNC). He protested the arrest of two FNC leaders in the department of Caazapa, 250 km southeast
of Asuncion, the site of recent land invasions.
Partido Liberal Radical Autentico (PLRA) president Francisco Rivas said his party will introduce
a measure in Congress to revoke the state of siege, which he said the president is misusing. He
criticized the raids and detentions of journalists and private citizens that is bringing a climate of fear
to the country.

Government has little support
Gonzalez Macchi is an unpopular and accidental president. He had been head of the Senate and
assumed the presidency in March 1999 following Argana's assassination, when President Raul
Cubas Grau, an Oviedo ally, fled to Brazil and Oviedo sought refuge in Argentina (see NotiSur,
1999-04-09).
In a survey by the firm First before the coup attempt, published in ABC Color on May 20, 66% of
Paraguayans are totally in disagreement with the Gonzalez Macchi government and are hoping
for a radical change after the Aug. 13 vice- presidential elections when voters choose a successor
to Argana. The two major candidates are the Partido Colorado's Felix Argana, son of the slain vice
president, and Julio Cesar Franco of the PLRA.
Despite the hope that major changes will take place after the elections, the office of vice president
is limited by the Constitution and consists mostly of being a liaison between the executive and
the legislative branches. But there has been speculation that after the August election Gonzalez
Macchi might step down and let the elected vice president lead Paraguay. [Sources: Inter Press
Service, 05/19/00; Associated Press, 05/19/00, 05/20/00; Xinhua, 05/20/00; Reuters, 05/19/00, 05/21/00;
CNN, 05/20/00, 05/21/00; Spanish news service EFE, 05/19/00; 05/20/00, 05/22/00, 05/23/00; Notimex,
05/23/00; The Miami Herald, 05/20/00, 05/24/00; Clarin (Argentina), 05/22/00, 05/24/00]
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